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1 Corinthians 15 “I Believe in the

Resurrection”

Olbelievein the resurrection of the dead.O
Thatiswhat Christians believe. We said so
thismorning. As Casey Stengel may or may
not have said, OYou can look it upOPIt@in
the ApostlesCCreed!

But what does it mean to say Olbelievein the
resurrection of the deadO2What did it mean
to those who first said it, and what does it
mean to say it now ? (Even the question
Owhat does it meanOis of course nicely
ambiguous BDit depends on what you
understand by OmeanQ). We will look at
several things that we mean Bor should
mean Pwhen we say Olbelievein the
resurrection of the dead.O

1) Jesus Rose From The Dead At Easter

Firstly, it® a statement about history. When
we say it on Easter Sunday, we mean that we
believe Jesus rose bodily from death. We do
not mean that after he died he Owent to
heavenOto be with God, or that Orewas
exalted to the right hand of God.OWe do not
mean that even after his crucifixion Ohis
followers had astrong sense that his spirit
wasstill among them.O

We do not mean that if hisboneswereto
turn up in an 1* C. ossuary box, nothing
about Christianity would be changed. We do
not mean that Christians a generation later
were so impacted by hislife and teaching
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that they invented stories about his
reappearing after his crucifixion.

Ashistorians who have studied the beliefs of
Jews and pagansin the 1* C. have shown,
nobody then would have taken the word
OwesurrectionOto mean anything other than
that a person who wasdead had cometo life
again. Most Jews looked forward to Ohe
resurrectionQin the belief that God of Israd
would never forsake them, and one day
would raise his faithful onesto anew life b
especially martyrsfor their faith like the
Maccabees. Most Jew s believed that one day
God would vindicate Israd and rule the
nations from Jerusalem astheir king. That
waswhat most Jews hoped for.

That waswhat the word OesurrectionO
meant Danew bodily existence Beven if you
didn’t believein it, like the Sadducees or the
pagans of the Greco-Roman world. They
believed in something else: Ohe immortality
of the soulOBa Olfe of the spiritOwhen it was
released from Ohe prisonOof the body.

But what the Christians believed wasthat the
Jewish expectation of Ohe resurrectionOhad
cometrue, already, in time and space, in one
case, in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. So
the first meaning of Olbelievein the
resurrectionQis that Qesus wasbodily raised
from the dead on Easter Sunday.O



2) Christians Will Also Rise

The second thing that is meant is that
Christians will also rise, just as Jesus did.
Thisisa statement about the future, and the
Christian hope.

Christianity, asone NT scholar hasrecently
emphasized, believes not simply in Olfg after
deathObut in Olfe after Qife after death@®
(N.T. Wright). After death, Christians are
assured that they will be Owith the Lord;Oor
Owith Christ.OOToday you will be with mein
Paradise,OJesus told the thief on the cross
next to him. Thisiswhat we sometimes call
Oabetter placeOPasthe Apostle Paul said,
Ob liveisgood, but to die and be with Christ
is better... and | do not know which | want
more...OYou can call it OteavenOif you want
to.

But in Christian belief, that is not the end.
The promise of the resurrection of Jesusis
that he is the GirstfruitsOof the resurrection,
and that one day all believerswill riseto a
new bodily lifeashedid. Thatiswhy, we
think, the NT often refersto death as O$eep,0
Pnot because the dead are unconscious, but
because they arein a condition from which
they can and will be OawokenOto new life.
Thisisthe Christian hope, that in God@ good
time, anew age, a new heavens and a new
earth, will come into being, and believers
with transformed bodies will live ashumans
were meant to live.

They will not only live in the presence of
God and enjoy hisrule, but they will have
bodies that are Omperishable,O
Oncorruptible,Ofitted for the new agein
which Othere are no more tears, no more
death or mourning or crying or pain.OThat
condition, the NT says, is a OldilyOone B
not an era of drifting spirits, but of bodies
energized by the Spirit of God Pwhat Paul
calls soma pneumatikos DOgiritual bodies.O
Thisisaworld thatisstill physical in the
way Jesuswasphysical after hisresurrection:
able to walk, talk, eat, be touched. Hewas
not, he said to hissurprised followers, Oa
ghost.OH e still bore the signs of his earlier
life, hewasstill recognizable, but hewas

transformed, and now able to do things he
had never done before, like appear and
disappear.

OHow can this be?0,you ask. Good question.
Paul tried to answer it in the 1% C. too. His
best analogy wasof a seed planted in the
ground, which QliesObut then becomes
something greater and more wonderful asit
growsinto anew plant. Even when the
molecules that constitute our current bodies
have degraded or dispersed, do you think it
impossible for God to recreate a suitable
body for us? (then remember that the
lifetime of most cellsin our bodiestoday is
only about 30days, and we are constantly
being remade at the molecular level, while
remaining unquestionably Ohe same
people.O)

So our second meaning of Olbelievein the
resurrection of the deadOisthat it expresses
the Christian hope for incorruptible bodiesin
anew age.

3) Faith Is Real; Sin Is Atoned For

The third thing to say about this statement is
that it is a theological claim. It says that faith is
real, and that the atoning work which Jesus
claimed for hisdeath: Olwill give my life asa
ransom for many;OOhisis my blood of the
covenant, which is poured out for you and
for many for the forgiveness of sins;p that
these claims are vindicated in JesusO
resurrection. If not, asPaul argues, we are
wasting our time. If Jesusis not raised,
preaching isworthless, faith is useless, and
we are still On our sins.O

4) Jesus Is Lord

The fourth meaning of Ohe resurrectionOis
political Dafact we often miss. Peter
proclaimed that OGdd raised him from the
dead... and hasmade this Jesus, whom you
crucified, both Lord and Christ.OPaul says
Jesus was Oceclared with power to be the
Son of God by hisresurrection.O

Even if these statementsin the 50§A D fall
short of the claim that Jesus wasOhe pre-



existing second person of the Trinity,
incarnate,Othey at least mean that he wasthe
Messiah of Israd, the expected Davidic King.
To say that Ogsusis LordOisto claim that
Caesar is not. To say that Jsusis Ote Son of
GodOdirectly challenges Tiberius, whom the
coins claim is Ote son of the divine
Augustus.O

Those claims made all the difference to the
lives of Christiansin the 1¥ and 2™ C,, as
they accepted that they owed allegiance to a
power greater than Caesar(3; that the Roman
Empirewasnot asstrong or important asthe
Kingdom of God, and that their loyalty to
Jesus asLord allowed or even called them to
disobey Caesar, and to separate themselves
from pagan worship and social practices.

5) Christian Life Is Resurrection Life

Finally, the statement Olbelievein the
resurrectionOis a metaphorical statement
about life now: it says that all Christians are
called to live Oteresurrected lifeOin the
present age.

Christians now are called to live asthough
they had already Oded with ChristOand
Oleen raised again,Oasthough they were
already Ocdkad to sin,Obut made alive and
new in Christ. They were and are called to
livein anticipation of the new agethat has
already begun in Jesus, and to become
examples of what Orew lifein ChristOlooks
like. As people who are now Otorn againOin
Christ, who now know they are covered
under Ohe forgiveness of sins,Owho look
forward to being transformed, they areto
live already aspeople who have started on
the process of being Oe-created in theimage
of Christ.O

6) So?

Well, you may say, that is all very interesting
asNT theology, or whatever it is. But what
doesthat have to do with us, who livein
Long Island, NY in 20077

Let me mention just two of many, many
things. First, death hasonce in fact and

forever in principle been conquered.
Christians have no reason to fear death. They
will go to be Qwith Christ,Ountil the day they
are given Orsurrection bodies.O

If you think thatisirrelevant to lifeaswelive
it today, then take alook at our culture. Our
attitude to death is one of ssmultaneous
obsession and denial. We glorify death on
TV, in movies, and in video games. Our OTop
TenOTV shows are aremarkable excursion
into blood and guts, into morgues, into the
gruesome activities of medical examiners
and police pathologists. We are treated to
brilliant graphic reconstructions of bullets
tearing through organs, of poisons
infiltrating tissues. We are fascinated with
death Bperhapswe are trying to tameiit?

At the sametimewelivein denial about
death. Modern medicine now allows usto
defer it longer and longer, and some people
just won® Okt go.OWhen death happens, our
burial practices disguise it with embalming
and makeup and flowers. None of us accepts
that we are going to die, and at timeswe
fight furiously to keep ourselves or our loved
ones Oaive.O

The combination of obsession and denial is,
of course, pathological. In anindividual, it
would call for psychological evaluation. In a
culture, it also means something. It iswhat
the Bible calls Ohe fear of death.OAnd the
Bible also says that in JesusQrising again, Ofe

freed those who all their liveswere held in

slavery by their fear of death.OPaul says Ohe
last enemyOto be destroyed in the new ageis
death. When you and | can say, and mean, Ol
believein the resurrection of the dead,Owe
can be freed from the fear of death now and
live anew and utterly more peaceful life,
now.

A second answer to the O® what?0Oquestion
isthis: If thereisanew bodily life to come,
then everything we do now in thislife
matters - because what isgood in it is going
to last. ORe careful ,Osays Paul, Otow you
construct your life... how you build,Obecause
one day there will be agreat Onspection,O
and what hasbeen built with Ogones, bricks,



precious stonesOwill endure; whereasw hat
is built with trash, paper, straw, will be
destroyed.

All that isgood and right and true and
beautiful and just and loving in thislife will
live forever in the physical, bodily, Orew
heavens and new earthOthat will arrive
when the Orew Jerusalem comes down out of
heaven from God.OGod plans not to destroy
hisworld, but to purgeit. He created it Overy
good,Oand one day it will be so again.

The conclusion to draw, says Paul at the end
his great QresurrectionOchapter, 1
Corinthians 15,is that Oyour labor in the
Lord isnot in vain.ONothing you do here On
ChristOis wasted. Oh, to be sure, Ole careful
how you build,Obut do not think you are
wasting your time. Qf | knew Christ would
return in glory tomorrow,Osaid Martin
Luther, Olwould still plant atree today.O

So Olelievein the resurrection of the dead OP
Christians do Band learn from that at least
that you do not need to fear death, and that
you will lose everything and everyone you
hold dear, because new life awaits you; and
remember that every good thing you doin
thisworld in the name of Jesus Christ will
lagt forever, and give him glory and you and
others pleasure in the ages to come.

Let uspray...




